
The Interview of Tuon Pheap  

A: Interviewer: Heng Sovannorin   B: Interviewee: Toun Pheap 

 

A: Yes! Today, thank you very much, for allowing me to do an interview related to your 

life's history. So, your interview will be posted on our website at 

www.cambodiaoralhistory.byu.edu for your children or relatives, or anyone who wants to 

know about your story. So, they can listen, do you understand that we will put your 

interview on that website, aunt?   

B: Yes!  

A: I see. My name is [Heng Sovannorin], and I am the interviewer the interviewee's name 

is [Tuon Pheap], and today is February 20, 2020, and the interview was conducted in 

[Phnom Krom], [Siem Reap] province.  So, I want to know your full name, what is your 

name?   

B: My name is [Toun Pheap].   

A: Do you have a nickname? Ever since you were a child until now, did you have a 

nickname?   

B: They called me black, actually they called my mom that.   

A: And were there any other names?  

B: No.  

A: How old are you now, aunt?   

B: 51 years old.   

A: What day, month, and year is your birthday, aunt?   

B: I do not know unless my family book knows.   

A: And what if we think about it in Khmer years, in lunar years, what year is it?   

B: Our month, was the month of the dog, the year of the dog, on a Tuesday.   

A: Where is your place of birth, aunt?   

B: I was born here.  

A: Can you tell the name of the commune and village, aunt?   

B: In [Chong Khmeas, Phnom Krom] village, [Siem Reap] district, [Siem Reap] province.   

A: How many siblings do you have?   

B: There are three of us.   

A: And which child are you, aunt?   

B: The first child.   

A: And can you tell me the names of your three siblings?   

B: The younger sister after me is named [Khun Sophal], their surname is different, and 

my younger brother, [Khun Long], I'm the only one with a different surname.   

A: Do you remember any stories related to them when they were young?   



B: Oh! They went to the camp when they were about 6, 7, or 8 years old. They went to 

the camp with my mother, but I was with my grandmother, I did not go, I was with my 

grandmother on my father's side.   

A: So you see— when you were young, did you ever play with them?   

B: No, only my sister played [with me] for about one year, then they followed my 

mother.   

A: And what do you like to play with her?   

B: I napped with her and whatnot. And when we went boating, we would bring fish, 

bring rice to give to my grandmother at the river. And one day I was playing with her, 

she was too lazy to take the boat, so I told her to help me with the boat. She said no, 

and I said that if she wouldn't help then she would have to walk through the water, if 

she would help then she could sit [on the boat]. If she didn't [catch the boat] in time, 

then she would have to walk through the water. When the time came that they went 

into the water, I pushed off in the boat, maybe from here to go over there, she sobbed. I 

sat and waited for them to give rice for my grandmother to eat, and maybe 2 to 3 

months later, my mother came and took her to camp, I don't really have history with my 

siblings, no, I was miserable by myself.   

A: What about your parents, what are their names?   

B: My mother's name is [Khun Soeun], my father's name was-- uh, [Van] was my 

grandfather's name, but my father's name was [Chhum].   

A: How old are they both?   

B: My dad is over 70 and I know my mom is 78-79 already.   

A: Where were they both born?   

B: My father, he was born here, he was born here. My mother was born in [Takeo]— oh! 

Not [Takeo], in [Prek Sandek].   

A: If you think about it in Khmer months and years, what year was it? Do you remember?   

B: I do not know as well, when I was old enough to understand, maybe I was 10 years 

old, [during the Pol Pot regime], they asked to go.  

A: Do you remember what your father did for a living?   

B: My father, he drove a boat from our community, he drove a boat to transport 

customers too.   

A: And what kind of person was he?   

B: My dad was a gentle and straightforward person, all the locals liked him. And when 

relatives came down from time to time, they had him go to hunt animals, and he shot 

very straight, [he would] shoot animals so they could have food to eat when he was 

single, he was young.   

A: What about your mother, what did she do for a living?   

B: I do not know about her. I do not know, if my dad, I always heard my grandmother 

say my dad was a good person, a gentle person, a person that shared things with his 



friends to eat, and the relatives and neighbors would say that he was kind, that he didn't 

not know bad. But for my mother, I do not know.   

A: Do you remember any stories with your parents?   

B: I do not remember, because I grew up and was old enough to understand at 7, 8, or 9 

years of age. In the generation of [Pol Pot], I was 8 years old and my younger brother 

was about 6 years old, and I was probably 8 years old. [Pol Pot] came for 3 years, and 

Vietnam liberated us when I was 10 years old. [It was] because we didn't have great 

communication with each other.  

A: Do you remember your grandparents?   

B: I remember my grandmother's name, her name was Grandma [Moeun], my 

grandfather's name was Grandpa [Van], on my father's side.   

A: What about your mother's side, aunt?   

B: On my mother's side I only know my grandmother. She came here for about a year, 

she went to my relative's house in the salt fields. (editor's note: the word used for a 

relative is a gender-neutral term for an older aunt or uncle)  

A: What was her name?   

B: I do not know her, I forgot her name already.   

A: How old is your paternal grandmother?   

B: My grandmother was 83 years old when she passed away. She died more than 10 

years ago and now she'd be about 100 years.    

A: What about your grandfather?   

B: My grandfather was during the [Pol Pot] generation, I do not remember.   

A: So, what stories do you know about your grandparents?   

B: No, I do not know anything.  

A: Both of your siblings live here in [Siem Reap] too, right?   

B: One is in [Kampong Thom] and the other is in [Phnom Penh].  

A: Do you have any relatives living abroad?   

B: None.  

A: What is your husband's name?   

B: My husband's name is [Kaeb Chhay].   

A: When did you get married?   

B: We weren't married, we only did a typical ceremony with the elders in his district.   

A: In what year, aunt?   

B: About '97 or '98.   

A: Did the preparation of the ceremony have the approval of the elders on both sides, 

aunt?   

B: Yes! On their side.   

A: How did you first meet your husband?   

B: I did not love him; he had a wife. Yes! But I did not like him, then, in the end, I got 

him. I did not love him because he had a wife, we went to get something because he 



had a wife, but when he was with me, his first wife didn't care. He treated me normally, 

when I visit him once he did not let me cook for him. He boiled it himself and also 

prepared water for bathing because I was afraid of the deep well.   

A: Do you know any languages other than Khmer?   

B: I do not know any, I don't even know letters, I did not learn, I lived with my 

grandmother and did not learn.   

A: Do you have friends who grew up together since you were young?   

B: No, only neighbors.   

A: No close friends?   

B: None.  

A: Since childhood, what have you mostly done?   

B: When I was with my grandmother, I would go fishing in the river from night until 

morning to make prahok. After that, when the month they make prahok would be over, I 

would smoke and dry fish. When the month of dried fish was over, I would go to cut 

firewood, I would cut firewood and sell it, a boatful for 5000 riel. Back then, it was 4000 

or 3000 riel. When cutting firewood was over, we would cut […]— which were our trees, 

and with each […], we would take it and sell it to them, one boatful was 6000 or 5000 

riel. Once that was over, I would look for crabs and shrimp to sell. And when this month 

would come, I would also buy items to sell like fruit, sour foods, chunks of sugarcane, 

mangoes, and whatnot.  

A: From your childhood until now, how has your life changed?   

B: Every day, when I have not been with my husband for more than 10 years, nothing 

has changed. I'm miserable, I'm still the same, but it's still better than when we were 

teenagers, when we were with our grandparents it was miserable, we did not learn like 

others.   

A: Since you were a child, what did you like to play the most?   

B: I've never really liked anything in particular because I was with my grandmother and I 

did not have time to play, because I worked until the evening every day for us to go 

fishing. We can only sleep from night to morning, when we came back we cut off the 

head of the fish, stirred the fish, and then we were dirty. We let Grandma put [...] in it, 

and we went to help beat the salt, we would beat the owner's salt, and their nets, and 

we would beat it until it was time for the fishing boat to come. We picked fish again and 

every night there was no free time to play and laugh. It was reasonably happy even with 

no free time. If I had real parents, maybe I would have a truly good time, but I didn't 

have parents. I lived with my grandparents and they were difficult.   

A: Do you remember a song that you've liked ever since you were young?   

B: When I was young, I liked Sekong Night (a song by Huoy Meas) and Chruoh Oyada (a 

song by Ros Sereysothea). I always sang those for fun.   

A: That's it! So, what about in your family, does anyone know how to play a musical 

instrument?   



B: Yes! My mother, my father's younger sibling— they played music, they always played 

solo. Before, they were musicians with their band near the river, but now they have 

stopped.   

A: What was your house like ever since you were young until now?   

B: With my grandmother, our house was in the water, it was a small house, the house is 

about 3 and a half meters wide, only about 7 to 8 meters long, about 7 meters long, 

that's it.  

A: What about this house, who built this house?   

B: This house is someone else's house, my house— this was my old house, when my 

husband was here, but I sold it to others, this is someone else's house.   

A: What skills do you have that you've continued to have until now?   

B: I have no skills, I only have the skills to sell a few small things in front of this house, I 

raise my children to study, I have no skills, but we do not have the capital like others.   

A: I also want to ask you about the difficulties in your life, can you tell me about any 

difficulties in your life?   

B: It was difficult for me as a child and it has been difficult to raise children without a 

family as well, this is full of difficulty, and it's not a normal difficulty. When my two 

children go to learn for a day, [it costs] 7000 riel minimum. Once you add a liter of 

gasoline, 10000 riel is enough, and that doesn't even cover food, or when sickness gets 

in the way and we have to buy medicine as well. Every day is the most difficult, these 10 

years. It was difficult when I was single and didn't have a mother or father, and lived with 

my grandmother— that was a difficult time. And until now when I had children and a 

husband, it is difficult as well. I didn't have a place that has happiness with others, no. I 

only always had difficulties, I never had happiness like others, no.  

A: What helped you overcome this difficulty?   

B: I only have strength and motivation to strive to raise children to be educated like 

some other people, to have knowledge like others. Because I do not know the alphabet, 

I give them everything so that they can have knowledge. I borrow and owe [money] to 

other people so that [my children] can have food to eat. I let my 2 children learn and 

remember that we have suffered already, so that they don't have to suffer like me. I 

want to have them be enlightened like others, like you, and have value like some others 

because in my generation it was already difficult.  

A: Can you tell us how you got through the [Pol Pot] era?   

B: I do not know much, I was too young, because during the [Pol Pot] generation, I was 

maybe about 9 years old, so they let me go and weed, they cut stuff and we would 

make brooms, they'd cut stuff to make brooms. They had us sit and cut, and some days 

they had us collect rice grain, but in the evenings, we would come to the house. My little 

sibling [Phal] was still small, so it was just me that they could use, [I was] maybe 9 or 10 

[years old].  

A: Now I want to know a good experience, when was the happiest time in your life?  



B: The happiest time is when I have a place to live, have children, have something to 

ride, have a house of my own, and do not owe anyone, then I'll be happy. But every day, 

I owe a little [money] to them, just a little, totaling 2,000 every day.   

A: Since you were a child what did you dream to do anything? Like when you grew up 

you wanted to be a doctor...?   

B: I'll speak honestly, [...]. We were poor people, ever since I was young if I wanted a job 

the most, it would be a flight attendant. Ever since I was young, I had a dream that if I 

ever could, I wanted to work as a flight attendant. I never knew how fun it would be, I 

just had the feeling that I wanted to travel to different countries, but when the time 

came, I never got an education. I never got to, my mother and father split up, and I lived 

with my grandmother and never got to learn. I was with her, and I worked diligently to 

take care of her, and take care of myself too. I took care of her and took care of myself, 

because she wouldn't.  

A: And do you have anything to say to the next generation or your grandchildren of 

later generations?   

B: I only want to tell them to not be miserable like me, to let them study and to be good, 

not to be miserable and illiterate like me. I was miserable, with no mother or father, and 

living with my grandmother and with my aunt. They abused me, they didn't seriously 

abuse me, but they used me without any time to stop. We were always doing this and 

that. We didn't have free time, we only had free time [during] almsgiving festivals when 

we didn't work and we were happy for those 3 days. I had fun and went out to play with 

others. I don't have anything [to say], because I don't know anything. I don't have any 

long messages to send, just that I want those who receive this message later to be 

bright and good, and not be miserable like me. When I was young, I lived with my 

grandmother, and I was miserable so I left my grandmother and went to another 

grandmother. I was with 3 grandmothers, my first grandmother on my father's side and 

my aunt, they were always mad at me. When we would leave to go cast our nets and 

whatnot, I would get seasick so I couldn't do anything. I would be breathing and she 

would say that I was faking it. I was maybe 15 years old, and then when I was seasick 

and I was just breathing, and they said that I was faking it, so I was mad at her. Normally 

for us when we are young, we have someone else like our mother or aunt that has a 

good heart, they use kind words to us. I had a feeling that living with them was possibly 

easier than this, so I came to live with my other grandmother on this side. When I was 

with my grandmother on that side, it wasn't so easy which is why I went to live with 

another grandmother. I always split away from her, [it was] the greatest difficulty, this 

story of bitterness. If you made a video and played it, you'd have a story that would 

make you full. But if I knew how to write a story, I would write a story that is full of [...] 

and the most destitute as well— but I do not know the alphabet.  

A: That's it! Thank you so much for giving me an interview today, the interview will be 

posted on our website. If your grandchildren want to hear the voice of their 



grandmother or great-grandmother, they can hear and can see the photos of you, you 

know? So, that's all, thank you very much.   

B: It's okay, yes, thank you.   


